The feedback hypothesis has been proposed to explain variation in nest defence intensity in birds. In species in which the female builds the nest and incubates the eggs, this hypothesis predicts a higher level of nest defence initially for females, whereas males' responses should increase when they start feeding nestlings. We studied changes in nest defence by both sexes during the nestling period in meadow pipits, Anthus pratensis. We placed a stuffed stoat, Mustela erminea, 5 m from a meadow pipit nest with nestlings aged either 2-4 or 7-12 days and recorded the nest defence behaviour of both parents for 10 min. Males came closer to the predator and mobbed more intensely for older nestlings whereas females defended the nest at a high intensity from the beginning of the nestling period. This finding agrees with the predictions of the feedback hypothesis. We also discuss possible functions of alarm calls and number of mobbing birds during nest defence.
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In many bird species parents increase the intensity of nest defence as their offspring get older (Anderson et al. 1980; Brunton 1990; Rytkönen et al. 1990) . However, at the same time as the offspring grow, the breeding season progresses (Regelmann & Curio 1983) , the opportunity to renest declines (Barash 1975) , and in many studies (as a methodological artefact) the number of preceding visits by the experimenter to check the nest also increases (Knight & Temple 1986a) . Only a few studies have separated these factors from one another, but the effect of offspring age was the most important in the majority of them (Redondo & Carranza 1989; Rytkönen et al. 1990 ). Furthermore male and female behaviour can change differentially as the offspring grow (Regelmann & Curio 1986; Martin & Horn 1993; Rytkönen et al. 1993) .
Several functional hypotheses have been proposed to account for the increase in nest defence intensity with offspring age. The reproductive value hypothesis predicts that parental investment in short-lived passerines increases during the breeding attempt as the current offspring's chances of survival increase and the reproductive potential of the parent decreases (Maynard Smith 1977) . This hypothesis explains the ultimate causation of parental behaviour, but what is the proximate factor that influences patterns of parental responses? The vulnerability hypothesis predicts that the risk of a predator detecting the nest (and hence also nest defence intensity) will increase with nestling age as the nest becomes more conspicuous (Redondo & Carranza 1989; Onnebrink & Curio 1991) . One might also hypothesize that the proximate stimulus that influences nest defence intensity in parent birds is feedback from the current contents of the nest.
Based on that prediction McLean & Rhodes (1992) suggested the feedback hypothesis. They proposed that the variability in parental responses to predators is determined primarily by the interaction between parents and their nest and young. A complete nest without a clutch provides a static visual signal, which maintains parental activities at the nest, while a nest containing eggs provides stronger signals affecting incubation. As the breeding attempt progresses, the growing, moving and vocalizing chicks provide stronger signals, which rapidly reinforce a still higher level of parental responses (including nest defence).
In species in which parents share parental activities unequally, the feedback hypothesis predicts that the sex that has more interactions with the nest should defend it more vigorously. This hypothesis also predicts that males and females will change the intensity of their nest defence differentially as their offspring grow. In some bird species (such as meadow pipits, Anthus pratensis) only the female builds the nest and incubates the eggs, while the male initially sporadically feeds her or the young nestlings (Halupka 1994). As the nestlings develop, their growing demands reinforce the male's interactions with the nest (through increasing feeding activity). The Correspondence: V. Pavel, Laboratory of Ornithology, Palacký University, tř. Svobody 26, 771 46 Olomouc, Czech Republic (email: pavel@prfnw.upol.cz 
